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ACTUALITY:
an introduction

floccinaucinihilipilification is one of the longest words in the English language. It
is mainly used as a curiosity, and means the action or habit of estimating something as
worthless. Stumbling upon words like this has always brought me a small amount of
joy, and the moment I learned this word I knew it encapsulated everything this project
was meant to be. The allure it held went beyond the definition, which I connected to the
difficulties I experienced when beginning this creative research endeavor. I chose it
thinking of the titles of many scientific research papers; they contain words that are
alien unless you know them intimately, and I wanted to know this word intimately.
Wielding this title like a sword, I had power simply because I learned how to pronounce
it. The definition and the aura of floccinaucinihilipilification are in direct opposition to
each other, existing in a strange duality. This word, as a symptom of its complexity,
foreignness, and overcompensation, has authority (or at the very least a certain kind of
exclusionary power).
At its genesis, the project was centered around a pseudo-scientific experiment
that involved a fictional ‘Achievement Program.’ In this experiment, there were three
roles to play: (1) a subject to participate and be studied, (2) the scientist or researcher
who was observing, and (3) the artist who was cataloging the entire project as creative
research. I played all of these roles. There were thousands of hypotheses for what I
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might learn through this process, but of course the most interesting parts were
unforeseen. As the subject, I began the experiment with an urgency and investment, I
wanted to see if achievements could offset the floccinaucinihilipilification I directed
towards my own life. But I grew to have a distaste for the process and the requirements
that I was forced to meet. I began to detest the system that developed it (which was
me). As the scientist, I felt that the data I was gathering each week would be essential
to the final product. But at the end of the experiment I learned basically nothing and
the data only confused me (most likely because this experiment was not designed to
be scientifically sound). As the artist, I had no intentions, I was only there to discover
the concepts that I most wanted to express and how to do so visually or experientially.
Through developing this fictional experiment, I had hoped to show that the authority
that comes with titles is a negotiable territory. The trouble was my own involvement; I
had become synonymous with the project. My image was in the documentation as the
subject, my conflicted feelings captured in journals, my emotional state measured
based on statements that were too broad or too specific.
Ultimately two concepts became the focus of the exhibition, an assortment of
assessments, and the authority I acquired by becoming a representative of an unheard
of (fictional) governmental agency. The Department of the FCNC
(Floccinaucinihilipilification) was formed as a supplement to the narrative I had
constructed in the experiment and transferred to the gallery as the developer of bizarre
assessments that were reviewed and returned to the participants with equally curious
results. 24 psychological assessments sourced from the public domain were placed
on clipboards and hung on the gallery wall behind a stanchion. The four FCNC tests
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employed a similar visual language to the official assessments, and were placed on
pedestals in the gallery. During the performance participants were forced to interact
with me by giving me their completed assessments, receiving a ticket, waiting for their
ticket number to be called, and exchanging results for their ticket, which I promptly
threw on the floor.
The experiment itself was not featured in the exhibition beyond subtle inclusions
of the documentation as décor or personal mementos, but was an essential step to
uncovering how authority can be given to documents, people, and places.
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01
_______Construct:
point of departure:
Those who engage in creative research can disregard and defy the conventions
that define and restrict more scientific research. Artists often publish their research in
different visual formatting, carefully selecting fonts and defying many conventions that
are unspoken in regards to scientific publications: 1-inch margins, double-spaced,
twelve-point font, or portrait orientation. The published text that accompanies a creative
research project is inseparable from the production of the art, and the processes
shaping each step the researcher took. These processes and products all have a
cohesive appearance, approach, and rhetoric. Each is interdependent, connected by
a traceable lineage that begins with conception and ends in completion. When
engaging with a creative research project, the removal of a single element could be
disastrous.
What happens when creative research is done within an institution that may
unknowingly restrict the project by forcing it into the preconception of what research is
and how it should look? Sally Berridge described the creative research process as “a
place of ‘generative possibilities’ … one where anything can happen, yet it is bounded
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by the rules of academe.”1 Restrictions exist within institutions in varying degrees of
specificity and severity. Some rules are valuable and impactful, they concern conduct
and safety, like Title IX. There are also banal rules about document formatting,
particulars of citation methods, and which writing instrument to use. Standards, rubrics,
and requirements within academia serve the undeniably necessary function of making
achievement easily quantifiable. If the requirements are met, the research has been
completed. Not to mention the difficulties that accompany approving, grading, and
publishing large numbers of nonuniform projects. Problems arise when the
requirements are vague or nonexistent. Unwritten traditions are adopted and become
requirements that the researcher is unaware of, yet implicated to follow lest their
project be estimated as worthless (or failing).
In an institution like a university, the roles that individuals perform are identifiable
and often inducted as a part of that person’s identity. In my case my regular identity is
that of an art student encapsulating both the roles of a student and an artist.
art student

artist student

researcher
maker
seamstress
welder
graphic designer
painter
critical thinker

researcher
writer
reader
advocate
planner
financial manager
critical thinker

Berridge, Sally. 2007. Arts based research and the creative PhD. Canberra: University of Canberra
Research Repository.
1
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This deconstruction method is limitless and can quickly devolve into an exercise in
superfluity, but this framework allowed me to begin the exploration of the connections
between a position (a role being played), identity, and the acquirement of authority.
In this project, I approached authority as an inherent trait that individuals,
organizations, texts, visual forms, and processes can become imbued with for a
multitude of reasons. The definitions of authority relevant to this project are:
1 a: power to influence or command thought, opinion or
behavior.
2

a: persons in command; specifically government.
b: a governmental agency or corporation to administer a
revenue-producing public enterprise.

3

a: an individual cited or appealed to as an expert.

These definitions leave enough room for interpretation, if the way authority manifests in
the real world is forgotten. Consider the authority of an ordinary individual, where they
are the “expert” and the power to influence and command their thoughts belongs
solely to them. This small level of authority is exercised daily through routines or
decisions that an individual alone does not have to justify, for they are not questioning
their own authority. There is an inherent authority you possess over your own life, until
you exist within another hierarchy.
Andrea Zittel has considered ways to live a liberated life, one I would argue
allows personal authority to be exerted unquestionably:
“perhaps the only real way to liberate oneself is to slip in between the
cracks of larger authoritative systems. It interests me how often we do this
by making smaller, more enclosed systems that are even more restrictive
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than those in the outside world. You can become so cocooned in these
little self-invented structures that you almost believe the larger systems
don't actually exist anymore.”2
This relates directly back to the deconstruction performed earlier, the roles that I play
exist as smaller structures, which I perform within dozens of larger systems that grow
until I reach the roles I play within the public realm. The roles played by artists are
constantly shifting, with a few traceable threads. For this project, I focused on the
willing or unwilling assimilation of artists and their work into institutions. The Dada
movement, which was essentially built upon rebellion and the widespread suggestion
for a dismantling of most institutions and social constructions is a prime example. 3 It
has now been situated cozily within museums, universities, and galleries. Even the field
of ‘institutional critique’ has become absorbed by institutions, an occurrence which is
complicated and cannot be simply attributed to the commodification of art within
capitalist societies. Andrea Fraser identifies her work as institutional critique, but says
“that as an artist and as a writer, to the extent that I write, art and academic institutions
are the sites where my activity is located.”4 As someone producing cultural capital she
must be attached to an institution to support herself, disseminate her work, and

Zittel, Andrea, interview by Allen McCollum. 2001. Andrea Zittel in Conversation with Allen McCollum
(December 1).
2

3

Benjamin, Elizabeth. 2016. Dada and Existentialism: The Authenticity of Ambiguity. London: Palgrave
Macmillan.

4

Fraser, Andrea. 2015. "Artist's Statement." In Ethics, by Walead Beshty, 62-65. Cambridge: The MIT
Press.

[9]

develop her practice. Fraser feels that by becoming the representative for an institution
she absorbs their authority:
“The ethical dimension […] pertains entirely to my status as dominant:
that is, to the agency and authority accorded to me as a producer and as
the subject of discourse, by the institutions in which I function and of
whose authority I become the representative […] whether my status as an
agent is actual or ideological. The position that I occupy in the execution
of the functions of my profession is that of a producer, an author, an
agent. And this position is one of privilege. I am the institution’s
representative and the agent of its reproduction.”5
Fraser can see the differences between her position within an institution (which may be
lower in the hierarchy) and the authority she is imbued with as an agent outside of it.
Both Zittel and Fraser operate within institutions aware of their positions and how they
can use their privilege to sustainably subvert systems.

_______Construct:
precedents

I began this project by looking primarily at Andrea Zittel whose “work comes to
represent a personal symptom, a societal symptom and a possible solution to a

Fraser, Andrea. 2015. "Artist's Statement." In Ethics, by Walead Beshty, 62-65. Cambridge: The MIT
Press.
5
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problem, all at the same time.”6 I was drawn to her process of identifying moments for
artistic intervention within her own life to inform the production of objects that shaped
daily rituals and the spaces bodies inhabit. Early in her career, she began presenting
herself and her work as a joke under the corporate sounding “A-Z Administrative
Services”, but found that the name made manufacturers and suppliers respect her
authority more than if she were to introduce herself as an individual artist. 7 Becoming
synonymous with an agency, corporation, department, or other official sounding
organization immediately imbues an individual with an authority they lacked before.
This phenomenon interested me greatly. It seemed almost absurd that even a
fictionalized institution made up of a singular entity garnered more respect and
acquired authority simply because it appeared to be greater than an individual. Her art
as a whole deals with ‘investigative living,’ varying in levels of functionality, abstraction,
and self-examination, but they all question perception and the way humans (including
artists) live their lives.8
Marcel Broodthaers’ Musée d'Art Moderne, Département des Aigles (Museum of

Modern Art, Department of Eagles) does not exist as an investigation of individuality,
but rather of museums as institutions and their effect on which art, cultural objects, and
history were deemed valuable. The project lasted from 1968 to 1972, taking the shape
of thirteen sections that followed museum traditions regarding labeling and exhibition

Zittel, Andrea, interview by Allen McCollum. 2001. Andrea Zittel in Conversation with Allen McCollum
(December 1).
6

7

Cash, Stephanie. 2006. "A-Z and Everything in Between." Art in America, April: 123-131.

8

Compton, Nick. 2015. "Elemental Living." Wallpaper, November 6: 1.
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even though none of the work existed within a museum context at the time of their
creation.9 Broodthaers’ remarks on the differences between his work and a ‘real’
museum is this, “a fiction enables you to grasp both reality and at the same time those
things that reality hides.”10 Balancing a detailed illusion with satire and honesty,
Broodthaers did not seem to be as interested in the perfect charade to acquire
authority, but wanted to use his fiction to reveal subtleties that would otherwise remain
hidden. I was most drawn to the sheer volume amassed in his collection, feeling that
each piece added to the validity (and absurdity) of his museum.
The Museum of Jurassic Technology exists in a similar way to Broodthaers’
work, but inhabits the museum space more literally by presenting a believable façade
from the beginning. The interest in the Museum of Jurassic Technology has largely
been focused on the ‘truth’ of the objects it holds, but the museum’s appeal is much
more complex than the objects. Each element has been carefully planned to mimic
conventional museum strategiesl, but subvert the expectations of visitors in regards to
object placement, floorplan, and navigation.11 David Wilson has constructed a place
that simultaneously adopts and rejects institutional conventions, a place where the
contingency of objectivism is questioned and “how the distinctions drawn between the
fantastic and the mundane can be arbitrary.”12 If an object holds interest, does it matter
if it is ‘fake’ or not in the context of a museum? The Museum of Jurassic Technology
blurs the lines between the authority of objects, curators, scientists, artists, and viewers

Boyle, Amy. 2005. Marcel Broodthaers and Fred Wilson. Masters Thesis, Montreal: McGill University.
Ib id
11 Jansen, Robert S. 2007. "Jurassic technology? Sustaining presumptions of intersubjectivity in a
disruptive environment." Springer Science + Business 127-159.
12 Ib id
9

10

[12]

all at once. Wilson has asserted his authority as a ‘specialist’ of sorts by not directly
revealing his intentions. He is revealing the trouble in allowing curators and institutions
to have authority over what objects are valuable and which are worthless.

02
_______Test
experiment
The subject and our team developed a 6-week program that consisted of 10-20
minute periods daily of stimuli that focused on acquiring, practicing, and exploring a
different skill set each week (exception in the first week where the team found it
necessary to induce a catharsis for the subject). Tasks were chosen that would yield
tangible and intangible results in regards to ‘progress’ or ‘achievement.’ This was
called the “Achievement Program.” Following completion of the program, the
participant was instructed to continue the DASS process as well as weekly journaling.
This experiment investigated whether a subject’s self-reported levels of anxiety,
depression, and stress would be affected by participation in a collaborativelydeveloped “Achievement Program.” Here collaboration is defined as the participant’s
limited amount of control over the kind of stimuli presented. This element of autonomy
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was deemed necessary by the team responsible for this research to prevent the
subject from developing a negatively skewed perception of the “Achievement
Program.” The subject was required to travel to FCNC facilities during Lab-Based
Research business hours Monday through Friday to complete a task each day
(exceptions being Week 3 and Week 6 during Departmental holidays). The
participant’s anxiety, depression and stress levels were measured using the DASS,
which was completed weekly, in addition to the were requirement to write at least one
personal journal entry per week.
In Week 1 the subject was required to find and watch a video on YouTube that
was under the search category “cute kittens” or “cute puppies,” the only other
specification being a length of approximately ten minutes. Week 2 the subject was
given the requirement to participate in a guided meditation sourced from a Tibetan
Buddhist Practice Retreat’s online database. Week 3 the subject was instructed to
spend at least fifteen minutes knitting each day including the time spent learning the
skill and was given the opportunity to complete the task offsite. During Week 4 the
subject was allowed a fifteen-minute period to express anger/frustration/anxiety
through physical exertion (eg throwing a tantrum). In Week 5 the subject watched a
different instructional video each day attempting to recreate the results seen in the
videos. The subject had a choice regarding the topic. During Week 6 the subject was
given geometric coloring pages and a set of markers, the minimum requirement was to
complete one page per day.
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In total, this experiment lasted ten weeks, with the final four weeks being a
“control” period where the subject was told to return living a relatively normal life,
where they were only required to complete the DASS (on site) weekly.

METHOD
Participant.
One 21-year old, female art student from the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga.

Stimuli.
Week 1: Five videos with audio; frame width: 1280; frame height: 720; frame rate: 29
frames/second. Audio: bit rate: 125kbps; sample rate: 44 kHz
1. “Cats are so funny you will die laughing” length: 00:10:05
2. “Cute Kittens and Funny Kitten Videos Compilation 2016” length: 00:10:36
3. “Cute Puppies- Funny Puppies Video Compilation 2015” length: 00:14:56
4. “Cute Puppies Howling Compilation 2016” length: 00:10:48
5. “IMPOSSIBLE NOT TO LAUGHT – The most popular CAT videos” length:
00:10:11
Week 2: Five audio tracks; bit rate: 125kpbs; sample rate: 44 kHz
1. “A 7-Minute Meditation: Sending and Receiving Compassion” length: 00:07:48
2. “A 10-Minute Meditation: Giving and Receiving Compassion” length: 00:10:32
3. “Guided Meditation 4: Exploring Shamata Meditation” length: 00:08:26
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4. “Guided Meditation 5: Shamata with an Object of Support” length: 00:08:08
5. “Putting it Together: The Round Robin Meditation” 00:13:54
Week 3: One instructional video with audio; U.S. size nine knitting needles; one skein of
turquoise colored wool blend yarn.
1. “How To Knit- Absolute Beginner” length: 00:14:52
Week 4: Subject brought own items.
Week 5: Five videos with audio; frame width: 1280; frame height: 720; frame rate: 29
frames/second. Audio: bit rate: 125kbps; sample rate: 44 kHz
1. “Soft Cut Crease Makeup Tutorial” length 00:08:03
2. “How to Make a Monkey’s Fist with No Marble/Ball Bearing Tutorial” length:
00:09:12
3. “How to Draw Funny French Fries” length: 00:04:25; and “How to Draw A Cute
Ice Cream Cone” length: 00:03:33; and “How to Draw A Funny Cheeseburger”
length 00:05:15
4. “Solve Quadratic Equations using Quadratic Formula” length: 00:08:03
5. “How to tie the snake knot” length: 00:02:58
Week 6: Five randomly selected coloring pages printed on plane 8.5” x 11” copy
paper, then trimmed after coloring was completed, one set of 50 Crayola “Super Tips”
markers, the colors included are: maroon, red, lobster red, bright orange, sun yellow,
mango, lemon yellow, yellow, grass green, lawn green, olive, pea green, light green,
green, dark green, sage, bright green, pale green, turquoise, light turquoise, turquoise
surf, pastel blue, sky blue, gray blue, blue, dark blue, light blue, navy blue, cobalt blue,
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violet, lavender, lilac, geranium, magenta, raspberry, carnation, pastel pink, pale pink,
coral pink, salmon, light peach, tan, light brown, burnt brown, brown, cocoa brown,
gray, medium gray, and black.
DASS: Printed on regular 8.5” x 11” copy paper, unstapled, pre-dated, provided at the
beginning of the program, at the end of each Week, and for an additional 4-week
control period after completion of the program.

Procedure.
When the participant arrived at FCNC facilities they were required to check in with a
representative and received a uniform that consisted of a black cotton t-shirt and a pair
of cotton-spandex blend black pants to keep documentation consistent and prevent
general anxiety over appearance. Similarly, upon arrival to the facility the participant
was asked to remove makeup (or wear minimal makeup to the testing facility). This was
a calculated consideration based on the study done at New Hampshire University that
detailed the influence of certain styles or levels of cosmetics use on anxiety levels in
stressful situations (Britton 2012). The participant was then seated on a stool behind a
stained folding table and given laptop computer with a 15-inch display that was
connected to the internet and reminded of the task for the week (exceptions in Week 3
and Week 6 where subject was allowed to complete the task at any location they
chose, these weeks were documented by the object(s) created). Tasks completed
onsite were recorded by a Canon Vixia HF R52 on factory settings. After completing
the task the participant returned her uniform and scheduled their appointment for the
next day.
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Results.
The DASS scores for the 6-week program are shown in Figure 1.1. The participant
showed a significant decrease in anxiety levels from Week 1 through Week 3, then
there was an increase that stayed relatively steady through the end of the
‘Achievement Program.’ Similarly, the self-reported levels of depression showed a
consistent decrease during the first three-weeks with a sharp increase during Week 4
followed by a return to earlier levels. Stress levels decreased in Week 2 and then
remained relatively constant through the end of the program.

DASS Scores During Program
45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0

Week 1

Week 2

Week 3

Week 4

Week 5

Week 6

Depression

30

26

25

40

39

25

Anxiety

24

11

8

20

23

21

Stress

22

14

16

18

17

18

Figure 1.1: Calculated DASS scores broken down by each category over the 6-week
program.
Departmental rules prohibited the disclosure and interpretation of individual DASS
scores, but Figure 1.2 has been provided to illuminate the interpretation process that
usually accompanies the administration of the DASS.
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Meaning
Normal
Mild
Moderate
Severe

Depression

Anxiety

Stress

0-9

0-7

0-14

10-13

8-9

15-18

14-20

10-14

19-25

21-27

15-19

26-33

Extremely
28+
20+
34+
severe
Figure 1.2: DASS score interpretation used in clinical settings.
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exhibition
floccinaucinihilipilification as an exhibition was a performative, participatory, and
object based installation. The exhibition took place in the contemporary gallery of the
UTC Art Department, and was open to the public for a two-hour period on two days.
The opening was advertised with fliers, and on social media with a blurb stating:
“Getting your test results from the Department of the FCNC
(Floccinaucinihilipilification) has never been easier! This the day to file
your paperwork and receive results from (a) representative(s) on site! A

performative installation about bureaucracy, authority, and the
arbitrariness of qualifications "Floccinaucinihilipilification" is part of Bonnie
Buffington's capstone thesis for the Brock Scholars Program.”
By framing the exhibition with this statement, viewers were primed for a participatory
experience rather than one of just passive viewing.
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As viewers arrived in the gallery to their right was a wall of 24 clipboards holding
psychological assessments. Cheery, repetitive elevator music greeted them as they
opened the door. Walking along the stanchion placed approximately one foot from the
wall, visitors could read the documents printed on pastel-colored cardstock. Viewers
then had to navigate back through the stanchioned path to the main part of the gallery
which featured four pedestals in the center that held stacks of FCNC assessments.
Behind the pedestals was a desk, anchored in a corner that was significantly more
decorated and personal. On the back wall was a computer opened to a “Make Your
Own Quiz” Website that viewers could interact with. There were pens scattered
throughout the gallery, but no clipboards were provided.
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When visitors turned in their paperwork to the representative they were given a ticket
and told that the last three digits would be called when their results were ready. They
would receive their results stapled to their assessment and return their ticket which was
promptly thrown on the floor next to a box.
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03
_______Reflect:
conclusions
This project began with a process that exists within an institution. This project
became about that process. More importantly, this project became about how I could
simultaneously inhabit and subvert the institution through an unfamiliar style of creative
research. From beginning to end my focus was on authority, identity, and
quantitative/qualitative achievement. The construction of the experiment, exhibition,
and this document could not exist separate from each other. Playing roles throughout
this project, I have acquired authority through adopting different identities. By
presenting myself as an agent of an institution I am implying I have completed all
necessary requirements to serve in their stead as representatives. I imply that I have
the qualifications to absorb the authority of superstructures and institutions. Nicolas
Bourriaud said of the 20th century that there was:
“a struggle between two visions of the world: a modest, rationalist
conception, hailing from the 18th century, and a philosophy of spontaneity
and liberation through the irrational… both of which were opposed to
authoritarian and utilitarian forces eager to gauge human relations and
subjugate people.”13

13

Bourriaud, Nicolas. 2002. Relational Aesthetics. Paris: Les Presses du Réel.
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The forces at work are, per Bourriaud, the heart of the problem. I propose that while
this is true, individuals and institutions must employ these forces to exercise their
authority to create problems. floccinaucinihilipilification is a creative research project
that includes a fictional scientific experiment, a mythical governmental agency, a
participatory art exhibition, and a written document. The purpose of the research was
to uncover a connection between authority, identity, requirements, and academia.
Each component revealed a new step in the path with final conclusions that are
inconclusive, leaving creative research as an endeavor fueled by scholarly curiosity.
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